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THE LITTLE ENGINE THAT [ONLY THOUGHT HE] COULD 


Once, long ago, in the Roseville Yards of the Southern Pacific Railway (back when there was a Southern 
Pacific Railway), there was a little switch engine. This was back in the days of steam, when men were 
men and smelled of sweat and leather and locomotives were iron horses and smelled of grease and coal 
smoke - times even your grandfather can hardly remember, though he may claim otherwise. The little 
switch engine's job was shunting a few freight cars at a time back and forth in the yard, breaking down 
the trains that had just arrived and making up those that were being sent out. This was actually a very 
important job, but the little engine didn't see it that way. Roseville was where the Southern Pacific 
dispatched the trains it sent over the Sierras to Reno, so a few of the big mountain engines that pulled 
the trains over Donner Summit were always around. There were eight of these assigned to Roseville, 
and they were coupled together in units of two, three, or four for the trip over the mountains, 
depending on the weight of the train. The little switch engine envied the big mountain engines with his 
whole soul and, more than anything in the world, he wished that he too could pull a big freight train 
over the mountains. 

The little engine had formed much of his opinion of the glorious nature of the mountain 
engines' job by listening to their conversation. When they were back down in Roseville, they would sit 
on the sidings together, puffing their smokestacks and gossiping and bragging. They said things like, 
"That storm last Tuesday was something else! There were snow drifts twenty feet deep up near the 
summit! Yes sir, it was touch and go up there for a while, but of course we made it through. Can't no 
snow stop a mountain engine!" Of course, the other mountain engines knew about the snow sheds in 
the high country, so they knew that even if the drifts really were twenty feet deep, there was hardly any 
snow on the tracks - but the little switch engine didn't know this. They didn't let on because they mostly 
said things like that to impress the ordinary engines that handled the flatland routes down to Oakland 
and up the San Joaquin Valley to Bakersfield. They weren't trying to impress the little switch engine. 
They took no notice whatsoever of switch engines. 

Well, things went on like this for several years. The little engine kept listening to the boasting of 
the big mountain engines, and he got more and more envious and more and more obsessed with the 
idea of pulling a real train over the mountains. He was sure he could do it. He believed that with enough 
determination and hard work, you could accomplish absolutely anything you set your mind to, and he 
was convinced that there was no limit to his determination. But, of course, nobody ever asked him to 
take a train out on the road anywhere, let alone up to Reno. 

But there came one hot summer day when all eight of the mountain engines were in the shop. 
Two of them were just in for routine maintenance, but they were partially torn apart and couldn't be 
fully reassembled for several days; the other six were in for a variety of minor, but urgent mechanical 
problems. And it was on that very day of all days that the Yardmaster got a phone call from 
Headquarters informing him that there was an important shipment coming in that absolutely had to be 
in Chicago in less than three days. What was he to do? How could he get that train to Reno so it could go 
on to Chicago? Well, first he tried calling down to Bakersfield to see if they could spare any mountain 
engines from the Tehachapi run and if so, how long it would take to get them to Roseville. But 
Bakersfield said they couldn't spare any. Then he tried calling Headquarters and suggesting that they let 
the Western Pacific take the train up to Reno by way of their Feather River route - but this resulted in a 
minor explosion: it seemed that the honor of the Southern Pacific was at stake, not to mention the 
prospects of valuable future business. 

So he turned to his assistant and a couple of off-duty engineers who were standing around in his 
office in the control tower and said to them, "What can we do?" 

One of them said, "Maybe we could use three or four of the regular engines and take it slow and 
easy. They could probably make it if we didn't push them too hard." 


1 



But the yardmaster said, "No, they're all out on the road right now. By the time we could get 
three or four of them back here, it would be too late." 

"Well, what can we do then? What do we have available?" 

Now the rumor of this problem had traveled fast through the yard and it had soon gotten to the 
little switch engine. As soon as he heard it, he thought, "This is my chance! I'll never have another 
opportunity like this!" So he immediately stopped shunting cans around, and ran back and forth through 
the yard, puffing and tooting his whistle in hopes that somebody would notice him. Finally he parked 
himself on a siding right in front of the control tower, puffing and letting off steam and tooting his 
whistle every once in a while. 

He hadn't been there long when one of the men in the Yardmaster's office looked out and saw 
him. "Well," he said, "about all we've got here is that switch engine over there. But that's no good. That 
thing wouldn't make it past Auburn with any kind of a load." 

"Well," said the Yardmaster, "if that's all we got, that's all we've got. I'd rather try and fail than 
explain to Headquarters why we didn't even try. Would one of you fellows be willing to try to take it up 
there?" 

And one of the off-duty engineers said, sure, he'd try, but he expected to be back real soon. So 
the little engine got his wish. 

They stripped the train down to the bare essentials - just the engine, the tender, the cars that 
has to be in Chicago in three days, and a caboose that was required by union work rules. They coupled 
the little engine to the rest of the train and headed out of the yard onto the mainline heading east. The 
little engine was so excited - it was the first time he'd been out on the mainline since he had first been 
delivered to Roseville, and he was getting to live out his dream. And he was sure he could do it. Because 
he was totally determined, and you can do anything if you're determined enough! 

So he started out, puffing merrily "l-think-can-l think-l-can-l think-l-can!" At first the grade was 
pretty flat and he thought, "This is easy!" His only regret was that the engineer wouldn't let him go as 
fast as he wanted to. But pretty soon the grade steepened and he was puffing with a bit more 
determination "I—think—can—I—think—I—can—I—think—I—can" He did OK. He made it past Auburn 
and he made it past Colfax and then Dutch Flat. But now it was getting harder. He was straining, puffing 
"I—think—can-—I—think—I—can—I—think-—I-—can," and gradually slowing down. But the 
harder it got, the more determined he was, and the harder he tried. 

Finally he came to the last grade below the summit. He was going all out now. The fireman was 
pouring on the coal and his boiler felt like it was just about ready to burst. He had slowed to a crawl, 

puffing "I-think-1-can-1-think-1-can-1-think-1-can," but 

he was still moving. And then, with the summit clearly in sight just up ahead, his safety valve blew, the 
pressure dropped, and he rolled to a stop, defeated. 

And then, there was nothing left to do but to go back to Roseville. As the little engine backed 
sadly down the mountain, he was going "l-knew-l-couldn't-l-knew-l-couldn't-l-knew-l-couldn't." When 
he got back to the yard, he was so ashamed that he wanted to hide, but where can you do that in a 
railroad yard? Still, he tried to avoid the other engines as much as he could and would go to the other 
side of the yard when the mountain engines were sitting on their tracks puffing and boasting. But many 
years later, when he was rusting away in the scrap yard, he could be heard boring the other old derelicts 
with his story of how he once almost pulled an important rush shipment over the Sierras. 

Now the moral of this story, children, is this: it takes more than determination. Stay in school, 
and if you're lucky enough to get a day job, don't quit it. 
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JACK AND THE BEANSTALKER 


Once upon a time, there was a boy named Jack. Now, I wouldn't say that Jack was a little boy: he was 
twelve years old and rather stout because he liked to eat. He lived in a small house on the edge of town 
with his widowed mother and a cat. The family wasn't very well off, but they scraped by on his mother's 
Social Security checks and whatever Jack could make by mowing lawns and running errands for their 
neighbors. 

One day as he was playing in the front yard, Jack found a pinto bean lying on the ground. 

Curious as to what it was doing there, he picked it up. Whereupon the bean began to cry, "Help! Help!" 

As you can imagine, that got Jack's attention. After all, you don't come across talking beans 
every day. "Why," he asked, "little bean, what's the matter?" 

And the bean exclaimed, "Oh, kind sir, help me! Help me! Save me and my babies from the 
Beanstalker!" 

"Why, what's the Beanstalker?" asked Jack. "Is it some kind of bean that follows people around 
and spies on them and harasses them?" 

"Oh no!" said the bean. "The Beanstalker is this horrible monster that goes around trying to 
sneak up on unsuspecting beans to devour their babies!" 

"Well," asked Jack, "why are you worried about that? Where are your babies? I don't see any 
little beans around here." 

"No, no," replied the bean, "you don't understand. We beans aren't like you humans. Humans 
have their babies and keep on living. They get to see them grow up and become brain surgeons and 
astronauts. But it's different for us beans. In order for us to reproduce, we have to be planted in the 
ground and die so that a bean plant can grow up and bloom and make baby beans. And then," it sniffled, 
"if we aren't lucky, the Beanstalker comes along and eats them all up, and if that happens, our whole 
lives have just been a big waste. Oh please help me!" 

So Jack said, "OK, what do you want me to do?" 

"Wait!" said the bean. "You aren't a vegan, are you?" 

"No. What's that got to do with it?" 

"Vegans are evil. I hate vegans. If you were a vegan, I couldn't trust you!" 

"Why, what's wrong with vegans?" 

"Vegans make a big deal about not eating animal products, but they eat tvs! It's not fair. Animals 
deserve to be eaten! They eat each other, and they eat us plants! They're guilty\ But we plants are 
innocent, and we're the ones they eat! And they're especially hard on us beans: they grind us up and put 
us in everything\ Oh, it's so hard being a bean! First the Beanstalker and now vegans! I can't stand it! 
You've got to help me!" 

"Well, so what do you want me to do?" 

"Well, first," the bean replied, "I want you to plant me in a sunny spot and then water me until a 
bean plant comes up. And then you need to take care of the plant. Water it and make sure nothing bad 
happens to it. There's more evil in the world than the Beanstalker. There's also rabbits and caterpillars. 
When my babies come, they'll be in little green pods. You must guard these very carefully to make sure 
the Beanstalker doesn't come and get them. When they're finally grown up like me, you can plant them 
so they can have babies of their own, and if you keep doing this, pretty soon there'll be millions of us!" 

"OK," said Jack, "I can do that." 

"Oh will you? Will you? I'll be ever so grateful!" exclaimed the bean. "But you must promise! 
Promise me you will never, ever let the Beanstalker eat my babies!" 

"Sure," said Jack, "I promise." 

"Are you sure?" asked the bean. 

"I swear it," said Jack. "Cross my heart and hope to choke on a chicken bone if I don't!" 
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"All right/' said the bean, "but don't forget I'm trusting you a whole lot." 

"Don't worry," said Jack. "I'm completely trustworthy. I guarantee it!" 

So Jack put the bean in his pocket and went inside. After supper he asked his mother if it would 
be all right if he started a garden in the backyard. "I've got a bean I want to plant," he said. 

His mother said, "That sounds like a really good idea, Jack. By all means, go ahead." She was glad 
to hear that he wanted to do something like that because Jack was kind of lazy. If he wasn't in school he 
tended to sit around and do nothing when he wasn't mowing lawns or running errands, which was most 
of the time. This would give him something to do in his spare time. 

The cat didn't say anything. She just lay on the hearth looking wise and thinking her own 
thoughts, which were probably about mice or little birds or even lizards. Since she didn't say anything 
about them, we needn't concern ourselves with them. 

The next day, Jack went out in the backyard and cleared the weeds off a small patch of ground. 
Then he dug it up and planted the bean and watered it. Every day he would go out again and water it 
some more, until finally he saw a little bean plant sprout. He tended it carefully, and when it got a little 
bigger, he stuck a pole in the ground for it to climb. He built a little fence around his plot to keep the 
rabbits out. He checked it every day for caterpillars and pulled off any he found and killed them. He 
checked to make sure the plant had enough water and watered it when there was a dry spell. 

The bean plant grew and grew until it was quite big. After a while, it began to bloom, and then it 
set little green pods with tiny beans in them. Jack watched as these grew in the warm summer weather, 
and he made sure nothing was trying to eat them. 

Finally, the beans were fully ripe. The pods turned yellow and the plant began to die. Then Jack 
picked the beans and took them into the kitchen and shelled them. 

And then he put them in a pot and cooked them and mashed them up and made a burrito out of 
them, which he ate with great relish. 

Because, you see, Jack was the Beanstalker! 

And, Children, the moral of this story is that you should be very careful who you trust. Always 
ask for references and be sure you check them, because you never know who might be a Beanstalker! 
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LICKEN CHICKEN 


One fine day, Licken Chicken was out in the barnyard scratching around under the big oak tree when an 
acorn fell and hit her on the head. "Help! Help!" she cried, "The sky is falling and a piece of it just hit me 
on the head!" And she ran to tell her friend Penny Henny. 

"Penny Henny! Penny Henny!" she exclaimed, "The sky is falling! A piece of it just hit me on the 
head! Whatever shall we do?" 

"Cluck! Cluck! That's terrible!" said Penny Henny. "We must go and tell the king. He'll know 
what to do. He's the wisest person in the whole world." 

So Licken Chicken and Penny Henny went off to tell the king. They hadn't gone far before they 
met Lurkey Turkey. Lurkey Turkey called out to them, "Licken Chicken and Penny Henny, where are you 
going in such a hurry?" 

And Penny Henny said, "The sky is falling! A piece of it just hit Licken Chicken and we're going to 
warn the king so he can do something about it!" 

When Lurkey Turkey heard this, he said, "Oh my goodness gracious! Wait up, I'll come with 

you." 

So Licken Chicken, Penny Henny, and Lurkey Turkey hurried along to warn the king. Pretty soon 
they saw Lucky Ducky. Lucky Ducky hailed them and said, "Quack, quack, quack! Licken Chicken, Penny 
Henny, and Lurkey Turkey, what's going on? Where are you going in such a hurry?" 

So Lurkey Turkey blurted out, "The sky is falling! A piece of it hit Licken Chicken a minute ago 
and we're going to tell the king!" 

"Lord have mercy!" exclaimed Lucky Ducky. "That's just awful! Just let me swallow this June bug 
and I'll come with you!" 

So licken Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, and Lucky Ducky rushed off to tell the king. They 
hadn't gone far when they ran into Lucy Goosey. Lucy Goosey stopped them and said, "Honk, honk! 
Licken Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, and Lucky Ducky, where are you going? Is something 
happening?" 

So Lucky Ducky shouted out, "The sky is falling! The sky is falling! The sky is falling! Quack, 
quack, quack, quack! A big piece of it hit Licken Chicken a little while ago!" 

"It sure did," said Licken Chicken, "and it really hurt!" 

"Land's sakes!" hissed Lucy Goosey. "What's the world coming to? But where are you going?" 

"We're going to tell the king so he can figure out how to save us," said Lurkey Turkey. 

"Well, hold up a minute," said Lucy Goosey, "and I'll go with you. United we stand, you know!" 

So Licken Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, Lucky Ducky, and Lucy Goosey headed off 
toward the barnyard gate so they could go and tell the king. Before they got to the gate, Wiggy Piggy 
waddled out to meet them. "Stop!" he said. "Licken Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, Lucky Ducky, 
and Lucy Goosey, where are you going? What's the rush? You'll upset your stomachs if you keep on like 
that!" 

So Lucy Goosey said, "Haven't you heard? The sky is falling! A piece hit Licken Chicken just now 
and we're going to warn the king. He'll find out who's responsible and make them wish they'd never 
been born!" 

"Well I should hope so," grunted Wiggy Piggy. "Imaging making the sky fall! You can count on 
me one hundred percent. Just wait up and I'll come along. We'll show 'em!" 

So Licken Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, Lucky Ducky, and Lucy Goosey all trotted out of 
the barnyard gate to find the king and Wiggy Piggy waddled along after them. Before they'd gone a 
hundred yards, Loxy Foxy stepped out of the bushes and greeted them. 

Since Loxy is a very important character in this story, I need to tell you a little bit about him. In 
the first place, his name wasn't really Loxy. His real name was Maurice; Loxy was a nickname the other 
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animals gave him because of his fondness for smoked salmon (among other delicacies, including fried 
chicken). He had the reputation of being a cool character who liked to live dangerously. And, as we shall 
see, he had a quick wit and a sly turn of mind, as you might expect since he was a fox. 

So now Loxy Foxy said in a lazy voice, "Licken Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, Lucky 
Ducky, Lucy Goosey, and my very good friend Wiggy Piggy, where are you all going in such a panic on 
such a fine day? Where's the fire?" 

"It's worse that a fire!" squealed Wiggy Piggy. "The sky is falling! We're all going to die!" 

"Is that so?" said Loxy calmly. 

"Yes," broke in Penny Henny, "and a piece of the sky hit Licken Chicken in the head a little while 

ago!" 

"Do tell," said Loxy Foxy. "I don't suppose it did much damage, hitting her there. But what do 
you propose to do about this great calamity?" 

"We're all going to tell the king!" said Lucky Ducky. "He'll know what to do!" 

"Really," drawled Loxy. But he was beginning to see the possibilities in this. (I told you he was a 
quick study.) "Come to think of it, that's a really good idea," he said. "I think I'll come along. I don't 
suppose any of you know the way to the capital and how to get in to see the king, do you?" 

They all looked blank and nobody said anything, because in fact they didn't. 

Loxy said, "But I do. Follow me!" 

So Licken Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, Lucky Ducky, Lucy Goosey, and Wiggy Piggy 
started out after Loxy Foxy to go to see the king. After a long journey, they arrived at the outskirts of the 
capital. Loxy Foxy halted them and said, "Now, we don't want to just rush in and see the king. We need 
to prepare the ground a little first. I'm going to call a press conference and issue a press release. When 
we get to the press conference, just tell your story like it happened. And be sure to look scared for the 
TV cameras." 

That wasn't going to be hard. They were plenty scared. Not only was the sky falling, which was 
bad enough, but now they had to face the media and try not to stammer or make fools of themselves. 

But the press conference went really well. Loxy knew exactly what he was doing, and within an 
hour the news had gone out all over the world about how the sky was falling and a really big chunk of it 
had hit some poor chicken on the head and knocked her out temporarily, but she had come to and run 
all the way to the capital to tell the king. 

And the scribblers scribbled and the chatterers chattered and the bloggers blogged and the 
uproar spread. Some said it was a terrorist plot and others said it was an impending asteroid strike, and 
still others said it was the end of the world foretold in the Bible and that they had added up the 
prophetic numbers and knew exactly when it would happen - except they didn't agree on which 
prophetic numbers were the right ones. 

Of course, there were a few skeptics who said things like, "Sheesh, it was just an acorn after all. 
Why didn't Licken Chicken or Penny Henny just eat it? Or if they didn't want it, why didn't they give it to 
Lurkey Turkey or Wiggy Piggy? Turkeys and pigs eat acorns, don't they? What's the fuss all about?" But 
nobody paid much attention to them. 

And everyone wanted to know what the king was going to do about it, and the pundits of the 
loyal opposition wanted to know why he hadn't already done something about it that would have 
prevented this tragic occurrence. The result was that by the time Licken Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey 
Turkey, Lucky Ducky, Lucy Goosey, Wiggy Piggy and Loxy Foxy got to see the king, he had already been 
warned, and how! 

But finally they did get to see the King of the Animals, who turned out to be a jackass dressed up 
like a lion. 

Now I wouldn't be surprised if some of you are saying to yourselves, "This sounds awfully 
familiar. Isn't there a certain Narnia story by C. S. Lewis that has a donkey dressed up like a lion? This 
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whole thing's plagiarized!" But let me make one thing perfectly clear: the donkey in that Narnia story 
knew full well he was a donkey, but the one in my story really thought he was a lion. 

When the barnyard delegation came in, the king and his council were sitting around a big table 
staring glumly at one another and wondering what they were going to do. The country was in a panic, 
the media were hounding them about doing something, the opposition was making political hay, and 
they still didn't know what had really happened or what they were going to do about it. All they had 
come up with so far was having the king go on television and make a speech bewailing the tragedy that 
had befallen, reassuring the populace, and denouncing whoever was responsible for it, vowing that if 
they weren't brought to justice, justice would be brought to them. They brightened visibly when Licken 
Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, Lucky Ducky, Lucy Goosey, Wiggy Piggy, and Loxy Foxy walked 
into the room and took their seats at the table. 

"Welcome," said the king. "I want to thank all of you for coming here to warn and advise me. 
So...Licken Chicken, Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, Lucky Ducky, Lucy Goosey, Wiggy Piggy, and Loxy Foxy, 
please advise me. What should I do?" 

"Well," said Loxy Foxy, who had seen the potential of this from the first, "I think what you need 
is a Department of Homeland Security." 

And the two wisest of the king's councilors, Rumswill and Chaingang, jumped up, high-fived one 
another, and said, "That's a great idea! I'm so glad we thought of it!" Loxy Foxy didn't say anything. He 
just smiled. He knew what he wanted, and he didn't care who took credit for it. 

"Thank you, thank you!" exclaimed the king with relief. "It's a wonderful idea. Let's do it!" 

So they instituted a Department of Homeland Security and the king appointed Licken Chicken to 
be Secretary of Homeland Security and sit on his council to advise him about how to keep the sky from 
falling any more than it already had. Penny Henny, Lurkey Turkey, Lucky Ducky, Lucy Goosey, and Wiggy 
Piggy were made Under-Secretaries over the different units of the Department. They all drew big 
salaries and were able to buy big houses in the suburbs of the capital and send their children (if they had 
any) to exclusive private schools. 

But Loxy Foxy turned down the government job he was offered and started a consulting firm 
instead. He got together with Licken Chicken and negotiated a fat contract. Pretty soon, he had not one 
but three humongous mansions designed by top-name architects and custom-built for him in different 
parts of the country, not to mention all the smoked salmon he could eat. And he could afford to eat 
fried chicken whenever he wanted to. And down in the basement of his biggest and fanciest mansion, 
he had a contractor build a little den out of undressed stones so that whenever he feels nostalgic, he can 
go down there and relive his carefree days in the country. 

And that, children, is why the government reads your e-mails. 

The moral is, don't believe everything you hear on the news or read in the paper. And don't 
believe anything you see on the internet unless you posted it yourself. 
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THE BIG RED ROOSTER 


Once there was a big red rooster that belonged to an old bachelor farmer who lived way out in the 
country. Now, this rooster had what you might call a forceful personality - which is to say, he had an 
exalted opinion of himself and a very nasty temper. He strutted about the barnyard and crowed and 
flapped his wings and made life miserable for the other animals. 

He would say things like, "Cock-a-doodle-do! Cock-a-doodle-do! Where would the rest of you be 
if I wasn't here to wake the sun up and make it rise? You'd freeze and starve!" 

Of course, the other animals didn't believe this. The older ones could well remember that the 
sun had always come up every day before he came to join them, but they didn't think it was worth it to 
point this out to him. That was because if anyone disagreed with him or failed to show him due respect, 
he would go, "Cock-a-doodle-do! Cock-a-doodle-DOOl!" and flap his wings and run after them and try to 
peck them. 

The fact is that they were all afraid of him. He made life miserable for the hens and ducks. He 
had even intimidated the geese to the point that when he was around, they wouldn't even hiss at him 
but just tried to run away and hide. The cat was afraid of him; the dog not so much so, but he preferred 
not to get involved. Most of the animals hated him, but a few admired and envied him for getting away 
with what they would have done themselves if they had dared. 

He could fly, at least for short distances, and after a while, he took to visiting other barnyards, 
where he would attack the local roosters, cock-a-doodle-doo-ing and flapping his wings and trying to 
peck them. He'd chase them into a corner or scare them into flying up into a tree. Then he'd eat up all 
the food he could find and party all night with the hens, flying back to his own barnyard just in time to 
wake up the sun. The next day he would be even more ill-tempered than usual and would chase the 
hens at the slightest provocation and even try to intimidate the dog, who would bark and snarl back at 
him. The roosters in the other barnyards were indignant with him, but none of them dared to stand up 
to him. They figured that anybody with such very red feathers and such a loud voice and aggressive 
manner must have big spurs, too, and know how to use them. 

He also liked to eat, and not just when he was raiding other barnyards. Whenever the farmer 
would scatter corn for the chickens, he would throw his usual fit, complete with cock-a-doodle-doos and 
wing flapping, and chase the others off. Then he would eat up everything he could find. The rest of the 
chickens were reduced to scratching for worms and grubs or eating the occasional grain of corn he 
missed. 

One day, he decided he wanted some cake. So he said, "Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo! 
What we need around here is some cake! Somebody go get a cake and bring it here RIGHT NOW!!" 

So the other chickens ran about the barnyard looking for cake, but of course they didn't find 
any. The Number-One Hen finally had to go to him and tell him, "We couldn't find any cake. There's 
none in the barnyard." 

The rooster said, "Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo! And why not? Why isn't there any 

cake?" 

The Number-One Hen replied, "Because we're chickens and the farmer doesn't feed us cake. If 
you want cake, we'll have to make it ourselves." 

"So make us a cake," said the rooster. 

"I'm sorry, but we can't," said the Number-One Hen. 

"Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo! AND WHY NOT?" thundered the rooster. 

"Because to make a cake, you have to have flour, and we don't have any," replied the Number- 
One Hen. 

"So go get some flour. What's the matter with you?" 
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"It's not that simple," said the Number-One Hen. "To get flour, you have to buy it. We don't 
have any money, just chickenfeed, and they won't take that at the store. The only other way is to have 
the mill grind the flour for us. They'll do that without paying if we let them keep some of it." 

"So go to the mill and have them grind some flour already! Cock-a-doodle-doo!" shouted the 
rooster, who was getting even more impatient than usual. 

"We have to have some wheat to grind," explained the Number-One Hen. "We don't have any 
except maybe a few grains we might have missed in our feed. Sometimes the farmer mixes wheat in 
with our corn, but that won't be enough. The only way is to plant whatever grains we can find and if 
they sprout and make a crop, to harvest that and have it ground into flour. Why don't you go see if you 
can find any grains of wheat we might have missed?" 

"Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo!I" roared the rooster. "You go find them yourself. And 
do it NOW!! Cock-a-doodle-doo!" 

So the Number-One Hen went to the other chickens and said, "Who'll help me search for grains 
of wheat?" But nobody volunteered. So she said, "Well, I guess I'll have to do it myself." And she did. 

She searched and searched and finally found ten grains of wheat. She brought them to the rooster and 
said, "Well, I found ten grains of wheat. That might be enough." 

And the rooster said, "Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo! I found ten grains of wheat! I 
found them myself!" 

But the Number-One Hen, who was getting fed up, said, "I beg your pardon, but / found them 

myself" 

And the rooster exploded. "Cock-a-doodle-DOO! COCK-A-DOODLE-DOO!I How dare you 
contradict me! I made you do it, so I did it myself! If I tell someone to do something and they do it, it's 
the same as if I did it myself! Cock-a-doodle-doo!" And he flapped his wings and ran at her and started 
pecking her. 

"All right! All right, your majesty!" said the Number-One Hen. "Calm down. Consider your 
esteemed blood pressure. We'd hate to lose you to a stroke or a heart attack!" 

"Don't worry about that," the rooster said, missing the sarcasm. "In the future, just do as you're 
told and keep your mouth shut." 

"Yes, sir!" said the Number-One Hen. "But now that we have the wheat, you'll need to plant it." 

"You plant it!" ordered the rooster. "Cock-a-doodle-doo!" 

So the Number-One Hen called the other chickens together and asked who'd like to plant the 
wheat. Once again, there were no volunteers, so she said, "All right, I guess I'll have to do it myself." And 
she did. Then she went and told the rooster that the job was done. 

"Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle doo! he crowed. "Look at me. I am the benefactor of the 
barnyard! I planted the wheat so we can have cake! I did it myself!" 

"Sure you did," said the Number-One Hen, but she muttered it under her breath, so he didn't 
hear her. 

Several months went by. The wheat sprang up, grew, and put on heads of grain. Finally it was 
ready to harvest. The Number-One Hen went to the rooster and told him, "The wheat is ripe. You'd 
better go harvest it if you want any cake." 

But of course the rooster made his usual scene. "Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo! Me 
harvest it? What an absurd idea! You go harvest it! And be quick about it!" 

So the Number-One hen rounded up the other chickens and asked who'd be willing to help 
harvest the wheat. But they all said they were too busy. "Well," she said, "I guess I'll have to do this 
myself, too." And off she went to harvest the grain. 

When she finished, she reported to the rooster, "I harvested the wheat. Now you need to take it 
to the mill to be ground. And remember, they're going to want to keep some of the flour to cover the 
milling fee, since we don't have any money." 
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But, of course, the rooster responded as usual. "Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo!" he 
screamed. "What makes you think / would go to the mill myself? I might get my tail feathers caught in 
the machinery! You take care of it! Right now!" 

So the Number-One Hen got the other chickens together and asked, "Who will go with me to 
the mill?" But they all made excuses as to why they couldn't go. So the Number-One Hen said, "Well, as 
usual, I guess I'll have to do it myself." And she went off to the mill to have the wheat ground into flour. 

When it was ready, she brought the flour back to the rooster and said, "Well, now we have the 
flour. It's time for you to mix up the cake and bake it." 

But of course you know what happened next. The rooster stood on his tiptoes, flapped his 
wings, and shouted, "Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo! Me bake the cake? After I ground the 
flour all by myself? Do I look like a baker to you? You bake it! And it had better be ready for supper if 
you know what's good for you!" 

So the Number-One Hen asked the other chickens who'd like to help bake the cake. But they all 
pled ignorance and a lack of opposable thumbs. So she said, "OK, I see I'll have to do it myself." 

And she did. She mixed up the cake and put it in the oven to bake. When it was done, she 
brought it out and said to the rooster, "Here's the cake. I found the seed myself, I planted it myself, I 
harvested the wheat myself, I went to the mill and brought the flour back myself, and I baked it myself. 
You didn't help me. Nobody helped me. So now I'm going to eat it myself, and you can just watch!" 

The rooster flew into an absolute rage. "Cock-a-doodle-doo!" he roared. "Cock-a-doodle-DOOM 
COCK-a-doodle-DOO!!! COCK-A-DOODLE-DOO!!!!" And he chased the Number-One-Hen all around the 
barnyard, pecking at her and cursing. "/ found the seeds myself. I planted them myself. I harvested the 
wheat myself. I ground the wheat myself. I baked the cake myself. AND I'M GOING TO EAT IT MYSELFWl 
YOU'RE FIRED!!!!" And so he did. He ate it all up himself and nobody else got any. And then he got 
another hen and made her Number-One Hen, whether she wanted to or not. 

That's just an example of how he operated. I could cite others. Plenty of them. He went on 
raiding other barnyards and stealing food. Eventually he took to stealing a lot more food than even he 
could eat, so he began to bring it back to the barnyard and pile it behind the corn crib. Since he wouldn't 
let anybody else eat it, it just sat there until it rotted. He got to be a very big rooster, but he didn't get 
fat: all that crowing and wing-flapping and chasing the other animals around and pecking at them 
burned a lot of calories. 

In time, he became fabulously wealthy - he was reputed to be the richest rooster in the world. 
But he never gave anything away and he never paid any income tax. The government would investigate 
him, but he had the best tax lawyers in the world and they could never pin anything on him. He always 
claimed it was all perfectly legal, so what was all the fuss about? Finally he decided to get into politics 
and got himself elected President of the whole United Barnyards, with a little help from his friends the 
Hawks and the Foxes, who ate several of his opponents. He made lots of speeches, which mostly 
consisted of cock-a-doodle-doos. And when he finally died, after a long and satisfying life, he had more 
toys than anybody, so he must have been the winner. 

So children, the moral is that if you want to be a winner, practice your cock-a-doodle-doo! 
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ASHLEIGH 


There was a little girl who lived with her mommy and daddy in a nice house in a nice part of town. 
Mommy and Daddy had named her Leigh because, well, I guess they thought it was a cool name. At first, 
everything seemed to be going along just fine. Leigh had nice toys to play with, and there was a nanny 
that Leigh liked. Mommy worked all day (which was why there was a nanny) and sometimes Leigh 
missed her (but not too much) and she got lots of visits from Grandma - that was Mommy's mother - 
who loved her very much and sometimes brought her presents. All in all, it was a pleasant sort of life for 
a little girl. 

But time passed, and after a while - but while Leigh was still a very little girl - things took a turn 
for the worse. Mommy and Daddy were having Marital Difficulties and started arguing and yelling at 
each other. Sometimes they argued about Leigh, and this caused her to wonder if she was to blame for 
the fight. Also, the noise and the harsh tones they used scared her, and she would cry. Of course, it 
wasn't Leigh's fault at all. The truth was, Daddy was a rather weak-willed, unambitious sort of fellow, 
and Mommy was a hard-driving career woman who liked to boss people around. Mommy was glad 
Daddy usually went along with what she wanted, but his passiveness bugged her to no end, so she was 
forever nagging and picking at him until he got fed up and started yelling at her. 

After some months of this, they wound up getting a divorce. And since Mommy was wrapped up 
in her career and thought a young child would complicate her life, she let Daddy have custody of Leigh. 
He didn't much want her either, but somebody had to do it. Of course, Mommy had visitation rights, but 
she rarely took advantage of them, and pretty soon she dropped out of Leigh's life. Grandma, on the 
other hand, really cared about Leigh and kept in touch as much as she could. 

After a couple of years, Daddy remarried. I'm afraid he had a weakness for domineering women, 
and Stepmom turned out to be as bad as Mommy had been in that regard, but in a different way. 
Mommy had been all about her career; Stepmom was content to stay at home and let Daddy make the 
money, but she was a social climber and she was always pushing him to make more money so they 
could do things like buying a bigger house in a better neighborhood and joining a country club where 
she could meet the kind of people she wanted to hang out with. Eventually, they not only moved to a 
bigger house (so Stepmom could entertain without being ashamed of the dump they were living in) but 
also joined a country club. Daddy occasionally played golf there, although he wasn't very good and 
didn't enjoy it, but Stepmom liked to go there to eat lunch so she could rub elbows with rich people. 
They did OK financially despite Stepmom's tastes. Daddy was an obliging sort of fellow who didn't 
threaten his superiors, so he moved steadily up the corporate ladder, although everybody knew he'd 
never be the big boss; better yet, he came into a tidy inheritance when his parents passed away, so they 
were really rather well off if not exactly rich. 

Stepmom had a couple of daughters from a previous marriage - Staci, who was just Leigh's age 
and Brittani, who was a year older. Stepmom was very ambitious for Brittani and Staci and made sure 
they always had the best of everything. Even when they were very little she would buy their clothes at 
Nordstrom's or at exclusive little shops, and she always took them with her to the salon to have their 
hair done when she had hers done. She very quickly realized that Leigh was prettier and smarter than 
they were, and so she resented her and treated her very differently. She shopped for Leigh's clothes at 
the Salvation Army thrift store and didn't have her hair done anywhere. Brittani and Staci were sent to 
an exclusive private school but Leigh went to the local public school. 

And as they grew older, Stepmom made Leigh do all the hard and nasty chores. Brittani and 
Staci didn't do much of anything by way of chores, but Leigh was expected to sweep and mop and 
vacuum and scrub the toilets and clean out the fireplace and empty the ashtrays. These last two chores 
were particularly annoying. Both Daddy and Stepmom chain smoked, so the ashtrays needed constant 
attention; also, Stepmom liked to have fires in the fireplace, even though they lived in Southern 
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California and half the time had to open the windows or turn on the air conditioning in order to stand 
the heat. Stepmom thought that a fire lent a touch of elegance to their home, especially when she was 
having guests over. Leigh dealt with ashes so much that she often had black smudges on her face and 
hands and usually smelled of stale smoke. It got to the point where Brittani and Staci started calling her 
Ash-Leigh, and since it sounded like a real name, it stuck. By the time she got to middle school, Leigh 
was telling people her name was Ashleigh and even signing it that way. 

That was about the time that things got even worse. Stepmom got Brittani and then Staci into a 
very exclusive institution that styled itself a country day school, although its only real connection with 
the country was the country club. It was where the really rich people sent their kids, but it also had high 
academic standards. This posed a problem for Brittani and Staci, since they had zero interest in the 
intellectual side of school, preferring to focus on gossip and boys. Pretty soon they started to make 
Ashleigh do their homework for them while they sat around playing with their smartphones and posting 
snarky comments about people - including their dorky stepsister - on Facebook. 

Ashleigh, meanwhile, still went to public school. But the local secondary schools drew students 
from a wider area than the elementary school had, and although Ashleigh lived in a very nice part of 
town, the middle and high schools she was assigned to served mostly inner city neighborhoods. Because 
of this, most of the well-to-do parents in Ashleigh's neighborhood sent their kids to private schools or at 
least a charter school, so the actual student body was almost exclusively inner city. Ashleigh just didn't 
fit in. She was actually quite pretty, but you had to look twice to see it. She dressed funny, she smelled 
of stale smoke, her hair was ratty, and she went around with a sad expression on her face. That 
wouldn't have been so bad, since it could have been said of quite a number of girls at her school, but 
she was also smart, made good grades, and spoke mostly Standard English. That made her classmates 
uncomfortable, so they were mean to her and said snarky things about her - and to her - although they 
were different from those Brittani and Staci said. 

So she went through middle school and high school, doing Brittani's and Staci's homework, 
fixing their hair for them, ironing their clothes, helping them with their makeup, emptying the ashtrays 
and cleaning out the fireplace - and crying herself to sleep at night in her little room, which was the 
smallest in the house and furnished with stuff from the same thrift store where she got her clothes. The 
one bright spot in all this was Grandma, who continued to take an interest in her and sometimes had 
her over. Grandma understood how things stood at home for Ashleigh and, though she wanted to do 
things for her, she realized that anything she might do, such as buying her nice things, would just make 
Stepmom treat her that much worse. So she mostly just encouraged her. It wasn't much, but it made 
Ashleigh feel better and that helped her get through the long, hard days. 

Time passed. Brittani was a senior in high school and Staci and Ashleigh were juniors. And it 
came to pass in the spring of the year that Country Day was going to have its prom. Because it was 
Country Day, they were having it in one of the big hotels downtown, with a live band. Brittani and Staci 
were going, of course. Ashleigh's school was having a prom too, but she wasn't going. She didn't have a 
dress, she didn't have a date, and besides, it was just going to be in the school gym, decorated with 
some cheap tinsel and featuring recorded music on the gym's staticy old sound system. She didn't think 
she was missing much. 

Brittani and Staci did have dates, of course, not to mention fancy prom dresses, although the 
dates may not have been the ones they were hoping for. The guy that all the Country Day girls were 
hoping would ask them was the one they called Prince - short for Prince Charming, although nobody 
said that to his face. He was handsome, athletic - the star quarterback - and his family was really rich. 
He also had a 4.5 grade point average, counting the advanced placement courses, an acceptance letter 
from Harvard, and offers of full-ride scholarships from three top twenty-five football programs. He was 
inclined to go to Harvard: he didn't think he was likely to make it as an NFL quarterback, and he wanted 
to be a lawyer. He thought Harvard would be a good place to go for that, if only for the contacts. 
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His real name wasn't Prince, of course, let alone Prince Charming. It was William Atherton 
Forsyth - the third, no less. Did I say his family was really rich? It was better than that - it was Old 
Money. Not only did all the girls have crushes on him (with a few exceptions to be noted later), but their 
mothers went around scheming about how to set their daughters up with him. Old Money counted for a 
lot with the Country Day moms, especially ones like Stepmom. The guys, for their part, also called him 
Prince to his face and P. C. behind his back, but they meant it sarcastically. They thought he was a jerk; 
but then, they were jealous. 

The Country Day prom was scheduled for a Saturday night. On Friday night, Ashley got a phone 
call from Grandma. 

"I want you to come over tomorrow," she said. 

"But I can't," Ashleigh objected. "Tomorrow night's the prom and I have to help Brittani and 
Staci get ready. It'll take most of the day." 

"No, you don't," said Grandma. "You're coming over here." 

"But Stepmom will never let me go tomorrow. She's already told me I'm supposed to help them. 
And if I just disappear, she'll have a cow!" 

But Grandma was implacable. "Let her!" she said. "It'll do her good to not get her way for once. 
Just come over here. Get up early and leave before they get up. Be here by 7:30." 

"But I'll get in trouble!" 

"Honey, you've been in trouble ever since your daddy married that witch. But now I've got a 
surprise for you. And they're in for a surprise, too." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Just come on over tomorrow. If I told you, it wouldn't be a surprise." 

So, in spite of her misgivings, Ashleigh got up early Saturday morning and walked over to 
Grandma's. Grandma opened the door for her, hugged her, and said, "We're going to have a busy day 
today. We'll have to start right after breakfast." 

"But what are we doing?" asked Ashleigh. 

"We've got to get you ready for the prom!" 

"But the prom's not until next week, and I'm not going to it," objected Ashley. 

"Not your school's prom. The Country Day prom. You're going to it!" 

"I can't do that! I couldn't even get in. I'm not invited. They'll check IDs at the door!" 

"Oh no they won't," said Grandma. "This is different from your school. At your school they check 
IDs to keep gangbangers from other parts of town out. But this is a rich folks affair. It's upscale, it's ritzy. 
They wouldn't do anything vulgar like checking IDs. If you look like you belong, they'll let you in. And by 
the time we're through today, you'll look like you belong, and then some!" 

"But - " 

"No buts. I said everybody was going to be in for a surprise. You're the surprise. Listen, Ashleigh. 
I've seen how they treat you. For years I've wanted to do something about it and now we're going to. 
We're going to make the whole kit and caboodle of 'em look like a pack of fools! You wait and see!" 

"But - " 

But after breakfast, Grandma took Ashleigh to a spa. And then to the hair stylist. And then to an 
exclusive little boutique that specialized in formals and prom dresses. And then Grandma rummaged 
through a drawer and got out her heirloom diamond necklace that had belonged to her Grandmother 
and fastened it about Ashleigh's neck. 

And then she gave Ashleigh a crash course in ballroom dancing. She said, "OK, that's the basics 
of the classic stuff. But they're mostly going to do more modern freeform stuff. Just move as the spirit 
moves you, and they won't know the difference. They'll just think you know some moves they don't. 

And if it's a slow number, all you really need to do is stay close to the guy and sort of sway to the music. 
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Oh, and on those, get your face about this far from the guy's face and look him in the eye. Invade his 
personal space. That always pushes their buttons!" 

"But Grandma," Ashleigh objected, "I'm not that kind of girl!" 

"And I'm not that kind of Grandma. Look, kid, don't take this seriously. This is our practical joke 
on the Country Day crowd. Just think of yourself as an actress and play your part to the hilt." 

"And now," Grandma said, "we need to put the finishing touches on your makeup. The limo will 
be here in a few minutes to pick you up. Now listen up. This is important. The limo will be back to pick 
you up at the hotel at exactly midnight. Don't keep it waiting. We have to get you back here early 
enough so we can get you back to normal and get you home before your stepsisters get back. And mind, 
don't let on. They won't recognize you. Or if they do, they'll never admit it. That's part of the joke. It'll 
drive 'em crazy trying to figure out who you are!" 

"What if somebody asks my name?" 

"Just tell them your name is 'Princess'." 

And so, an hour after the dancing started at the Country Day prom, an unaccompanied girl in a 
prom dress got out of a white limo and swept - I believe that's the right word - into the ball room. 

I think I've already said that Ashleigh was really quite pretty. With Grandma's makeover, she 
was absolutely stunning. The band played on, but everybody's head turned to look at her. The guys all 
went on red alert, and the girls were instantly jealous. Several boys danced with her at first, but pretty 
soon Prince, as the Alpha Male in the room, had moved in and was monopolizing her time. 

And her time passed very swiftly. Before she knew it, it was midnight. Ashleigh glanced down at 
her wristwatch and saw that it was already 12:01. She suddenly broke away from Prince, right in the 
middle of a slow number, and blurted out, "Oh, no! I've got to go! Right now! Prince, it's been lovely, 
but I'm sorry - I have to run!" And run she did, heading for the exit to the hotel lobby. Prince took off 
after her, but he couldn't catch up with her because people kept getting in his way. He got to the hotel 
lobby just in time to catch a glimpse of her climbing into a white limo, and then the door slammed and 
the limo pulled away down the driveway. She'd run so fast, she'd lost one of her shoes, but she hadn't 
stopped to pick it up. With nothing better to do, Prince stooped down and retrieved the shoe and 
looked at it. It was just an ordinary dance slipper, low-heeled, about medium size. Prince carried it 
absently back into the ballroom and wandered across to the refreshment table. 

At the next break, the room was buzzing, with little groups of Country Day types all talking at 
once. Who was she? Did you see how she just ditched Prince and ran out? Do you think he did anything 
to upset her? But Prince said he didn't know who she was: when he'd asked her name, she'd just said 
"Call me Princess," but that was obviously phony. And he hadn't done anything, and she'd been acting 
perfectly normal until she looked at her watch. "Maybe she has a strict curfew," he said. He did mention 
that she'd lost her shoe and that he'd picked it up. "I wish I knew who she was," he said, "so I could give 
it back to her. But it's a pretty ordinary shoe. Not much of a clue." 

And so the prom-goers continued to chatter and guess. They didn't come close to solving the 
mystery of the Mystery Girl, as some of them started calling her. For their part, Brittani and Staci were 
completely clueless. They knew Ashleigh had been gone all day, and they had been plenty mad at her for 
not being there to help them get ready, but they simply could not connect the vision they'd just seen - 
she really did look like a princess - with mousy, dorky old Ashleigh. 

But something absolutely unexpected was happening to Prince. He'd always been pretty 
practical where girls were concerned. If he ever got married, it would be to someone with connections 
that could help advance his career. Meanwhile, he wasn't against having a little fun, as a few of his 
female classmates were well aware. They tended to differ from the rest of the girls in their opinion of 
him: they sided with the boys - he was a total jerk. But now he was confused. His mind had stripped its 
gears and was whirling around in circles. He was smitten. He was obsessed. He just had to find out who 
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she was. He wanted to date her. He wanted to make her his girlfriend. He wanted.... And by the time he 
left the dance, he had decided that he was going to do everything he could to find her. 

The limo took Ashleigh back to Grandma's house. Grandma was waiting for her. After she paid 
off the lime driver, they went inside and Grandma asked, "Well, how did it go?" 

"Great!" laughed Ashleigh. "We did it! You were right. Nobody had the slightest idea who I was. 

I spent most of the night dancing with the most popular guy there. I bet all the girls were just eating 
their hearts out! I can't wait to hear all about it from Brittani and Staci!" Then she quickly changed back 
into her old clothes, re-ratted her hair, walked home, and snuck in through the back door. She made it 
up to her room without Stepmom catching her. She had left all the evidence at Grandma's except the 
shoe. When she got up to her room, she hid that in the back of her closet. 

Sometime later, she heard Brittani and Staci come in. They came straight upstairs and knocked 
on her door. She opened it and Brittani started in on her. "Where were you all day? You wait till my 
mom gets hold of you! You're in big trouble this time!" 

"I was at Grandma's," Ashleigh replied. "She wanted me to go shopping with her." 

"Well...," Brittani began, but Staci was about to burst with their news. 

"You should have been there!" she broke in. "It was absolutely amazing! About halfway through, 
this strange girl showed up by herself. She was absolutely gorgeous, like a Hollywood star! All the boys 
just dropped their jaws and stared! Even Prince!" 

"I don't see what he saw in her," broke in Brittani. "Sure, she was good looking if you like her 
type. But I bet she was just some actress that somebody got from a theatrical agency as a joke!" 

"Maybe," continued Staci, "but nobody knows who she was really, or if they do they weren't 
letting on. She certainly wasn't anybody I'd ever seen before! And then, just at midnight, she suddenly 
shoved Prince away while they were dancing and ran out the door! It was so weird! Prince went out 
after her but he couldn't catch her. He said she lost one of her shoes and she left in a white limo. I 
wonder who she was." 

"Wow," said Ashleigh in a rather bored voice, "that sounds really exciting. But it's late and I'm 
pretty wiped out. I'm going to bed now. You can tell me all about it in the morning - or whenever you 
get up." And she closed the door on them and went to bed. 

In the morning, Ashleigh had her confrontation with Stepmom about her having gone AWOL on 
Saturday. Stepmom yelled at her some, but there wasn't much that she could do to her that she wasn't 
already doing anyway. So in the end she just grounded her. But that didn't amount to very much, since 
Ashleigh never got to go anywhere anyway. 

On Monday, Prince opened his campaign to find the Mystery Girl. Besides the shoe, he had a 
couple of clues that the other Country Day kids weren't aware of. First, he had noticed a birthmark on 
her right wrist. More importantly, he had talked to her a lot more than anyone else, so he knew she 
could carry on an intelligent conversation about serious subjects ranging from physics to literature. In 
particular, she had been familiar with several of Shakespeare's plays and could even quote from some of 
them. He judged her to be his equal intellectually and certainly a more serious student than the average 
Country Day girl, high academic standards or not. He had heard the theatrical agency theory, of course, 
but he didn't believe it. She seemed too genuine for that. He thought she was most likely somebody's 
cousin from out of town and that whoever somebody was keeping quiet about it and enjoying a good 
laugh. 

With that in mind, his strategy was to go around visiting his fellow students at home and 
discretely asking their parents and siblings whether they'd had any guests over the weekend. In the case 
of the girls, he hinted that he thought the Mystery Girl might actually be somebody from school and he 
wanted to check out that possibility. He figured that might make them be more cooperative. He also 
mentioned the birthmark as a possible clue, but he didn't describe it. 


15 



It took him a couple of weeks to get around to Brittani and Staci. In the meantime, he'd 
examined quite a few fake birthmarks that looked like they'd been applied by Sharpie, and he'd been 
shown several shoes that obviously didn't match the one he'd picked up at the prom. He didn't turn up 
any visiting cousins, however. 

He wasn't very interested in Brittani and Staci. He thought them rather plain and dull, and he 
knew very well that they had been at the prom as themselves. It would have taken him a lot longer to 
get around to them except that he seemed to have a vague recollection of having heard something 
about a stepsister. 

Prince parked his red BMW Z4 across the street and walked over to ring the doorbell. Brittani 
and Staci were waiting for him, complete with fake birthmarks, but of course he knew neither of them 
was the Mystery Girl. Stepmom came in and he made small talk with her for a few minutes. He knew 
how to charm moms, too. Then he turned to Brittani and Staci and said, “Hey, don't you guys have 
stepsister? Is she here? I'd like to meet her." 

And Staci said, "You mean Ashleigh?" 

And Brittani said, "Why would you want to meet her ? Nobody would ever mistake her for your 
Mystery Girl! I'm telling you, it was somebody a theatrical agency sent over." 

"Yeah, she's kind of dumb-looking," chimed in Staci, "and she's really boring! She goes to a 
public school, you know." 

"Well, I want to meet her anyway," Prince insisted. "Is she here?" 

"Yeah, she's here," Brittani said. "I'll go get her if you insist." What she didn't say was that 
Ashleigh was upstairs doing their homework for them. 

When he first saw her, Prince was inclined to agree that she couldn't be the girl he was looking 
for. But he glanced at her right wrist, and there was the birthmark. This one was obviously authentic, 
and it looked just like the one he remembered. Then he looked at her face again and this time he was 
able to see past the hair and the thrift store clothes, and he thought It's her! He said, "Where were you 
Saturday night two weeks ago?" 

Ashley said, "At my Grandma's," which, as we know, was true as far as it went. Then she gave 
him a knowing look and said, "Wait a minute. I want to go upstairs to get something." 

She came back with a shoe. Prince could tell at a glance that it matched the one he had picked 
up. There was no doubt about it. But he still had one small doubt. Was she able to carry on a 
conversation the way the Mystery Girl had? Could she quote Shakespeare? 

So he started in, "Well, Ashleigh, how's life these days?" 

And she replied, "Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, creeps in this petty pace from day 
to day, to the last syllable of recorded time." 

And he capped it. “And all our yesterdays have lighted fools the way to dusty death." That 
clinched it. 

"Ashleigh," he said, "will you go out with me to dinner Saturday night? I know a really good 

place." 

"I can't," she replied. "I'm grounded." 

But Prince, after all, was Prince, and Stepmom had come up with the beginning of a plan. So she 
said, "Oh, that's OK. You can go." She thought that if she encouraged Prince and Ashleigh, he would 
keep coming around and eventually he would get tired of her. Then maybe Brittani or Staci could catch 
him on the rebound. It didn't seem very likely, but it was better than nothing. 

And so, Prince and Ashleigh became something of an item at the parties the Country Day set 
threw that spring and summer. Stepmom even went so far as to get Ashleigh some decent clothes and 
let her have her hair done professionally. Prince and Ashleigh were seen together everywhere. People 
said they were inseparable. They kissed and carried on in public, and the Country Day girls said out loud, 
"How romantic!" but if people could literally die of envy, there'd have been a lot of funerals. 
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And, if this were the Disney version, what would happen now is that we would fast forward and 
Prince and Ashleigh would get married and live happily ever after, whatever that's supposed to mean. 
But Disney ain't Life. 

Now, kids, I'm going to have to be a little bit vague about how this next part happened, or else 
you parents might decide that this story is unsuitable for you to read. But a little more than a year after 
her memorable appearance at the Country Day prom, Ashleigh gave birth to a baby boy. As soon as 
Prince found out that this was going to happen, he ditched her. And shortly thereafter, Stepmom kicked 
her out of the house and she went to live with Grandma. That's where she was living when the baby 
came. She did manage to finish high school, but just barely. 

She kept on living with Grandma for a while, and she even enrolled in a community college, but 
she was confused and depressed after all she been through, and pretty soon she lost interest and 
dropped out. Part of the problem was that Grandma really cared about her and treated her decently. 
She wasn't used to being treated decently, so it made her feel uncomfortable. She was anxious and 
restless all the time, and finally she took up with a guy she knew from high school and moved in with 
him. 

What she saw in him, I don't know, He drank too much and he occasionally did meth, and even 
when he was clean and sober, he went around smoldering with anger. He was verbally abusive to 
Ashleigh pretty much all the time, and when he was drunk or high he would sometimes hit her. He also 
didn't want a young child under foot, so he would yell at Ashleigh's little boy and every once in a while 
would shake or beat him. Fortunately, he never gave him any really serious injuries, but it wasn't long 
before the pediatrician saw some bruises and reported them to Child Protective Services, who came and 
took the child away and put him in a foster home. 

Finally, a couple of months later, Ashleigh ran away from her boyfriend and left town. She was 
ashamed to go back to Grandma, so she didn't let her know where she was. She had decided to try to 
make it on her own. But she had trouble holding down jobs because of her depression and her extreme 
lack of trust in people. Sooner or later, she would do something that got her fired or else she would get 
upset and quit. And so, things went from bad to worse and she ended up on the street. The last I heard, 
she was homeless and you could see her standing out on the medians at intersections holding up her 
hand lettered cardboard sign that says "Anything is welcome. God bless." 

And the moral? Kids, if anybody wants to make a princess of you - or, for that matter, a prince - 
don't let them. Remember, Life ain't Disney. 
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LITTLE RED, RIDING IN THE 'HOOD 


Late one afternoon, Little Red's mother told her, "Here's a bag of tamales I just made. Take them to your 
grandmother." 

People called her Little Red because she was about five foot two and she had dyed her hair 
cherry red and always wore a bright red hoodie. She wasn't a little girl in the sense of being very young - 
actually, she was about ready to graduate from high school. The reason she wore a red hoodie and dyed 
her hair red was that she spent a lot of time in the Waverly neighborhood: she and Mama lived on one 
side of it, her grandmother lived on the other, and her school was pretty much in the middle. Waverly 
was the turf of the Waverly Wolves. Their colors were red and black, and if you were on their turf, it 
helped to look like you belonged there. 

The Wolves, despite their retro name, which makes me thing of Jets and Sharks rumbling with 
switchblades and zip guns and some lovesick dude singing about a girl named Maria, were a thoroughly 
up-to-date street gang of the middling sort. They carried on a small trade in stolen goods and controlled 
substances, tagged their WW logo on any blank surface they could find, defended their turf from their 
hated rivals the Psychos from the Eastside and the Zombie Apocalypse from Uptown, and occasionally 
discharged firearms in a reckless manner from moving vehicles - but so far they hadn't actually killed 
anybody. 

Little Red's mother told her, "Make sure you go straight over there. Don't stop to talk to 
anybody. It's getting late and you need to get back here before dark." 

"Yes, Mama," said Little Red, and she hopped on her bicycle to go over to her grandma's. It was 
one of those bikes with little wheels and big handlebars sticking up. It was really a little kid's bike, but it 
was the only one she had and it beat walking. She hung the bag of tamales from the handlebars. 

She peddled off down the street to Waverly Boulevard, where she turned left. When she 
reached the corner of Waverly and 53 rd she noticed three guys standing on the corner in front of the 
liquor store with paper bags in their hands. 

"Hey, Red!" somebody called out. "Com'ere, I want to talk to you." Somebody was Walter the 
Wolf, the biggest and baddest of the Waverly Wolves. He was in uniform: baggy black pants riding low 
to show off his red polka-dot boxers, a black hoodie, and a red bandana tied around his head. He had a 
couple of his homies with him. 

How Walter got to be Walter the Wolf was like this: his parents had named him Walter, to his 
abiding disgust. He thought it made him sound like an accountant or an elementary school principal. So 
to compensate, he had to act like the meanest, toughest guy in the neighborhood. The toughness may 
or may not have been all he thought it was, but the meanness came to him naturally. He did enough bad 
stuff on behalf of the local gang that he rose to be the leader of the pack, and people started calling him 
Walter the Wolf. He encouraged this, although he would just as soon have been Tony the Wolf or Willie 
the Wolf. 

So anyway, Little Red stopped, despite what her mother had told her, and went over to talk to 
W. the W. She thought it might be bad luck to ignore him. "Whatcha doin'," he asked her. 

"Goin' to see mi abuela," she replied. "I'm taking her a bag of tamales my mama made." 

"Hey, I like tamales. Can I have some?" 

"No, they're all for my granny. My mama would get mad if I gave 'em away." 

"Aw, come on," he said. "How'd she ever find out? Let me have some." 

"No, I can't. Abuela knows there's supposed to be a dozen. If any are missing, she'll tell Mama 
and I'll get in trouble." 

"OK, well, that wasn't why I wanted to talk to you. Me and my homies gonna have a party 
tonight and I'd like for you to come." 
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"I can't. I'm supposed to go straight over to Granny's to give her the tamales and then come 
straight home. That's what Mama said." 

"Mama, mama, mama! You sure are a mama's girl. Does she brush your hair and tie your shoes 
for you? Listen, I'll give you a ride over there. I know where your abuela lives. Then we can go to the 
party!" 

"No, I don't think so. Besides - what kind of party is this? What're you guys gonna do?" 

"Oh, a little of this and a little of that. Drink a little, smoke a little, dance to the music - we 
gonna party! We gonna have big fun!" 

"You mean you and your homies are gonna have the fun and I'm gonna be the entertainment, is 
that it? No thanks!" 

"Now, Red. Why're you being so suspicious? I'm just tryin' to be friendly. Don't you want to be 
my friend? 

"You mean your girlfriend? Or should I say, one of your girlfriends? No way!" 

"Now, look, you're startin' to piss me off. A lotta people might think that wasn't too smart!" 

"I'm not scared of you, Walter. You like for people to call you Walter the Wolf, but Walter the 
Chihuahua would be more like it. You yap and you snap, but you can't do any real damage!" 

"That's what you think! Now you're disin' me. I don't let people dis me! Somethin' bad's gonna 
happen to you!" 

"Sure thing, Walter the Poodle Dog," Little Red said as she hopped back on her bike. "See you 
later, Wally-Boy!" 

His parting shot was, "It might be sooner than you think, slut!" 

As she peddled down Waverly Boulevard, Little Red thought, that wasn't too smart. Me and my 
big mouth. He's gonna try to do something for sure. I better watch out and be ready for it! 

When she got to her grandmother's, Little Red had a sense that something was wrong. She 
wasn't quite sure what it was, but you don't live to be eighteen in a neighborhood like Waverly without 
being able to tell when things aren't quite right. She got off her bike and walked it along the sidewalk on 
the other side of the street and looked around. 

The first thing she noticed was that the blinds were down at Granny's. That was suspicious. Her 
abuela was notorious for leaving the blinds up after dark so anybody could see in from the street. The 
fact that they were down might mean that something was going on inside that somebody didn't want to 
be seen. Then she noticed that the security door with the iron bars wasn't quite closed, although the 
door itself was. And then she saw the car parked down the block on the opposite side of the street from 
the house. It looked a lot like the one Walter and his homies rode around in. 

Little Red pulled her phone out of the pocket of her hoodie and dialed 911. "I think there may 
be a home invasion robbery in progress at 3632 62 nd Street," she told the dispatcher. "That's my 
grandmother's house. I have reason to believe that the gangbanger they call Walter the Wolf is involved. 
I had a conversation with him a little while ago that makes me believe that something like this might be 
up, plus I see his car parked down the street. If it's him, he'll be armed. Don't just send one car. You'll 
need backup." 

Now, normally the cops would have ignored a report this vague and gone on drinking coffee at 
Starbucks. But it so happened that Walter the Wolf was already on their radar on account of a couple of 
his past indiscretions, and they really wanted to have a little chat with him. So the dispatcher sent four 
units over. "Have them meet me at the corner of 62 nd and Elm," Little Red said, "and I'll coordinate with 
then there." 

The cops got there about five minutes later. Little Red told them, "My granny's house is the 
third one down. If I were you, I'd cover the back and sides, especially the second window on the left 
side. That's the one to Granny's bedroom, and if he's in the house, that's most likely where he'll be." 

"Why there?" asked one of the policemen. 
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"Because he'd have to tie Granny up or something and that's where she'd probably go once she 
figured out something was wrong. Also, if he's there to steal stuff, that would be the most likely place 
for there to be something valuable." She didn't tell them that she suspected that if he was there, that's 
where he'd want to deal with her. 

"So, do you want us to just go in there and see if there's a problem?" asked one of the cops. 

"No, I'll go in first," said Little Red. "He'll be expecting me. Here's what we'll do. One of you give 
me your cell phone number, and I'll enter it into my phone. If there's a problem, I'll speed dial it, but I 
won't say anything when you answer so as not to tip him off. If you see my number come up, but I don't 
say anything, that's your signal. If that happens, ring the doorbell, and if nobody answers it, come on in. 
If everything's OK, I'll come out in a few minutes. If I don't call and I'm not out in, oh, five minutes that 
means he's taken me hostage, so come on in anyway." 

They went over it again to make sure everybody understood the plan. The cops thought it was a 
pretty good plan. She'd obviously thought it through. Besides, if somebody was going to get shot at, 
better her than them. 

Little Red took out her key to the padlock on the gate in Grandma's fence and opened it so the 
police could get around to the back and sides of the house without making a commotion. Once she saw 
they were in position, she got her bag of tamales, went up to the front door, rang the bell, and called 
out, "Abuelita, it's me, Little Red!" Then she opened the door and went in. 

The front room was empty, so she went back to Granny's bedroom. It was dark, so she switched 
on the light and saw that there was somebody in the bed. The person in the bed had drawn the covers 
up to their chin and was wearing the yellow stocking cap that Granny used as a nightcap, but Little Red 
wasn't fooled. She knew who it was. But she decided to play along. 

"Oh, Abuelita, I brought you some tamales from Mama," she said, "but what are you doing in 
bed so early?" 

"I'm sick. I've got a bad cold," said the person in the bed in a surprisingly deep voice. "Come 
over here and put the tamales on the table by me." 

"Oh, Abuelita, what a deep voice you have!" exclaimed Little Red. 

"That's because I've got a bad cold. I'm hoarse." 

Little Red came a little closer but not too close. "And Abuelita, your upper lip is all hairy!" 

"That's what happens when you get old," said the person in the bed. "Bring me the tamales." 

"No, that's OK. I'll set them in the kitchen for you. I'll be right back." 

And Little Red hurried into the kitchen. Pretty soon she was back. The person in the bed said, 
"Nieta, come over here and give your old abuela a kiss!" 

Little Red decided it was time to drop the pretense. "Not by the hair of your chinny-chin-chin, 
Walter! I know who you are! You get out of that bed right now! What'd you do with mi abuela?" 

Walter the Wolf sat up and started to get out of the bed. "I already warned you about bein' 
unfriendly with me, baby! Now I mean business! You get yourself over here!" 

But just then the doorbell rang. Little Red had given the signal when she had gone into the 
kitchen. Walter ordered her, "Go answer it. Tell them to go away. You n' me got some private business 
to attend to, darling. And no tricks, understand?" He stood up, pulled a pistol out of his belt, and 
showed it to her. 

Little Red turned to go into the front room. As soon as she got through the bedroom door, she 
swung it to and dived behind the living room sofa. Walter fired at her and hit the door instead, knocking 
it back open. But as soon as the gun went off, the glass in the bedroom window shattered and he saw 
the barrel of a pistol pointing at him. A voice from outside the window called out, "Police! Drop the 
weapon and put your hands up!" 

Walter knew when he'd been had. He wasn't feeling particularly suicidal right then. He tossed 
the pistol onto the bed and raised his hands. Just then two more cops burst in through the front door 
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and came back to the bedroom. They frisked and cuffed him and sat him down on the bed. Little Red 
came out from behind the sofa. 

The police searched the house. They found Little Red's granny tied up in the bedroom closet and 
released her. She was shaking with fear. Then they looked in the back bedroom. It had been ransacked, 
but nothing much had been taken because there wasn't much worth taking in there. But they did find 
Walter's two homies hiding in the closet and arrested them. 

And then Little Red had to explain everything over again to the police for their report. Finally, 
everything was done. Walter and his two buddies left in the backs of squad cars, a tow truck came for 
his car, Little Red got back on her bike to ride home in the dark, and Abuela locked her security door, 
raised the living room shades, and started heating up a couple of tamales for supper, although she was 
still too excited to be very hungry. 

In less than twenty-four hours, Walter the Wolf was out on bail, and he went hunting for Little 
Red. He had a big score to settle with her. But Little Red had already caught a Greyhound for North 
Dakota, although she neglected to tell anybody that's where she was going. 

The case against Walter the Wolf for the incident at Granny's ended up getting dismissed for 
lack of evidence. Little Red could not be located, and Granny was too scared to press charges. They 
might have gotten him for discharging the firearm, not to mention for possessing it illegally, but the D.A. 
decided not to bother. It turned out they were able to get convictions for a couple of his other 
misdeeds, and he spent a couple of years in state prison, where he learned a lot. By the time he got out, 
he'd forgotten all about Little Red. He had other things on his mind. 

As for Little Red, she's still in North Dakota, where she's living with an Anglo tow truck operator 
named Bill. She's hoping he'll marry her, despite his acute allergy to commitment. He says the very 
thought gives him panic attacks, but Little Red thinks she can wear him down. 

And the moral, children, is this: never stop and talk to strangers on the street, even if you think 
you know them. 
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